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Milton and the Middle Ages: Poetic Analogues and Visual
Representations of The War in Heaven, Expulsion of the Rebel
Angels, and Michael and the Dragon
Steven Hrdlicka
University of Nevada, Las Vegas
Milton is not typically connected to the Middle Ages as much as to the later

Enlightenment and the Romantic periods. Yet many distinctively medieval ideas
can be seen in Paradise Lost, especially in the scenes that are related to the War in
Heaven. Milton’s account of the war displays a medieval understanding of history
in terms of typology in the drama of salvation. Particular details about the war
itself such as St. Michael and Lucifer’s sword fight, Jesus’ eventual ending of the
war, and the human characteristics of the fallen angels all have clear parallels in
longstanding Christian poetic and visual traditions which can be seen to develop
in the Middle Ages. In addition, Milton’s play on light and darkness in the poem
was a common technique that painters used, and also had theological significance
in medieval understandings of God and evil which can be observed in as widely
different contexts as Thomas Aquinas’ aesthetics and the common mystery play.
These contexts are relevant to discussions of controversial subjects in Paradise
Lost, such as Milton’s character Satan, if only because they were proverbial in
Milton’s time.

Raphael, Michael Vanquishing the Devil, ca. 1518, Louvre, Paris
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Critics and scholars have often considered Milton to be a visionary

because his poetry and prose have elicited strong associations with
the sensibilities of the times which follow his own. His popularity
among both critics and poets of the Enlightenment as well as the
Romantic period attest to this—as does his influence in both the
literary and visual arts. Likewise critics often tread the fertile
ground of Milton’s classicism. Copious footnotes, endnotes, and
commentaries annotate Milton’s poetry for readers down to the most
obscure mythological references. However, it is unfortunate that a
significant aspect of Milton’s poetry, his knowledge of and use of
material from the Middle Ages, has not received the critical attention
it deserves. Naturally the tendency to avoid such consideration has
been due to Milton’s pronounced (and well known) Protestant views
observable in his prose works.1
Recent work on this subject has however, as John Ulreich has noted,
“modified our view of Milton’s relation to the Middle Ages by
suggesting a number of affinities between his thinking and habits of
mind that are usually thought of as distinctively medieval.”2 Notably,
scholars investigating Milton’s relationship to the medieval view of
Biblical history, particularly in terms of typology, have found there
to be much fertile ground when turning to excavate evidence of
traditional iconography in Paradise Lost.3
This paper considers a selection of poetic and visual analogues
to material in Paradise Lost in order to demonstrate that Milton’s
use of medieval Christian tradition, poetry, and art of the Middle
Ages was extensive, and also to bring such evidence to bear on the
discussion of highly controversial issues in the poem. Below these
1 For a concise summary of the history of scholarship concerning Milton and the Middle
Ages, see Ulreich, “Milton on the Eucharist,” 32-56.
2 Ulreich, “Milton on the Eucharist,” 34. For an overview of scholarship on this subject,
see Mulryan, Milton and the Middle Ages, Frye, “Milton’s Imagery,” and Revard, The War
in Heaven. Niles, The Idea of Anglo-Saxon England presents a recent take on the longstanding controversy concerning Milton’s knowledge of the Anglo-Saxon poem Genesis;
DiPasquale, “Milton’s Purgatorio,” 741-750.
3 In addition to Frye, Milton’s Imagery, see Labriola, “The Medieval View,” 115-132.
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contexts are explored in relation to Milton’s character Satan.4 The
high number of visual analogues to Milton’s iconic descriptions (of
which I highlight only a small sample in this paper) suggest that
the poet’s knowledge of perennial theological issues did not result
entirely from personal genius, study, or “interior illumination” as is
often understood and supported by the poet’s invocation to “Holy
Light” at the outset of Book III as well as his (generally speaking)
Protestant orientation to God.5 Consideration of the medieval
pictorial and poetic analogues to Milton’s iconic scenes of the War
in Heaven and the Fall of the Rebel Angels, crucial scenes which
thrust into motion the main matter of Paradise Lost, offer a unique
opportunity to discuss the force of the main action of Milton’s poem
in relation to a longstanding established tradition Milton undoubtedly
drew upon.6
The War in Heaven in Milton’s poem exhibits much extra-Biblical
material.7 Only scant material in the Bible outside of two passages
exists for the war, one in Revelation 12 and the other in Isiah 14.8 Due
to this fact it may become an attractive prospect to look for definitive
sources for Milton’s descriptions and detailed story elements in the
copious tradition that preceded him in the Middle Ages. Yet in his
book Milton’s Imagery and the Visual Arts, Roland Mushat Frye
4 For an example of how medieval theology and Milton’s poem are linked, particularly
in the similarities between Milton’s Satan’s motives and the theology of Duns Scotus, see
Rumrich, “Milton, Duns Scotus,” 33-49.
5 See for example William Hunter’s essay on the neo-platonic influence of emanation of
the early Christian theology of the 2nd and 3rd century Church Fathers, “Holy Light” 1-14;
Martz, “Hail Holy Light,” 221-240; and also Martz’s article, “Paradise Lost,” 71-88; Haan,
““Heaven’s Purest Light,’” 115-136; and Quint, ‘“Things Invisible,’” 229-269.
6 Although Milton was free to follow more obscure or non-traditional sources such as the
Book of Henoch for the matter of his great epic, which would have potentially afforded
him much “original” material to introduce to his audiences, he instead followed traditional
accounts of the creation and the fall which can be observed to be rephrased by authors and
artists time and time again from Augustine’s De Civitate Dei (esp. Book ix, chapter 13), to
the Anglo-Saxon poem Genesis, and afterward observable in countless homilies, literary
works, dramas, and in the visual arts through the Middle Ages and into the Renaissance.
7 For a discussion of Milton’s relationship to Christian tradition, including medieval
scholastic material that he claimed contempt for, see Patrides’ Milton and the Christian
Tradition.
8 Other possible allusions to these episodes are in Ezekiel 28: 13ff and Wisdom 2: 24.
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cautioned against the idea of seeking to make definitive connections
between particular paintings, drawings, or illuminations and Milton’s
epic, noting that, “Where visual motifs have been long established
and widely employed, as is true for most of Milton’s epic subject
matter, the precise direction and line of influence is often impossible
to determine.”9 Even if it happens that a particular singularity of
Milton’s description can be found in only one other corresponding
visual analog, Frye says, “we should consider that the two artistic
imaginations may have been operating quite creatively and quite
independently of each other, or that they may have relied upon a
common source or a common tradition, and we must be careful
not to mistake analogues for sources.”10 The idea of definitive
direct influence has, after all, accounted for much of the longtime
controversy about whether Milton was familiar with the AngloSaxon poem Genesis. That said, it appears that an illumination of
the Genesis poem very nearly parallels Milton’s account of the final
episode in the expulsion of the rebel angels from Heaven, for in
the illumination it is Jesus and not the archangel St. Michael who
casts the angels out (interestingly this is a detail not expressed in the
Anglo-Saxon poem itself). This specific parallel can also be found
also in an illumination from the Ælfric manuscript.
The rich visual and poetic tradition with which Milton was familiar
provides important contexts for the poet’s great epic in terms of
interpretation. 11 The visual analogues can bring much to bear on
Paradise Lost because the composition practice of painters was very
9 Frye, Milton’s Imagery, 5.
10 Frye, Milton’s Imagery, 5.
11 See Frye, Milton’s Imagery, chapter 3: “Milton’s Awareness of the Visual Arts” for a
survey of Milton’s travels and a bibliography of sources that address his acquaintance with
the visual arts. In 1638-1639, during his scholarly retirement, Milton took a Continental
tour. He spent months in Florence where he met with his friend and art historian Carlo Dati
and also with the Gaddi and Frescobaldi families who held fine collections of art. Milton
also spent two months in Rome and had a stay in Venice, and was also well received there
by those he knew; Henry Wooten provided Milton with introductions in Venice and Milton
was free to see the works in the Vatican in Rome. He spent a much shorter period in Paris
but there he visited the Louvre.
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similar to that of poets; painters like poets composed their works by
having recourse to the three stages of classical rhetorical inventio,
dispositio, and elecutio in the discovering, arranging, and clothing of
the material of a composition. 12 Thus painters sought to tell a story
through their compositions.13 In fact, there is a strong connection
between the visual arts and the epic poetic mode because both take
for their subjects historia, elevated noble matter that had occurred in
a bygone time. The painter and the poet both sought inspiration for
a story in the Bible and in classical literature. This is to say that the
visual representations of scenes such as the War in Heaven and St.
Michael and the Dragon were composed to tell a story. As a literary
artifact, a poem, Paradise Lost demonstrates a complex organic
imbrication of tradition out of which the poet spins a pressingly
relevant retelling for his own time and place.
Generally speaking, this is a medieval idea in the most basic sense.
The War in Heaven Milton depicts in Books V and VI is nothing if
not urgent allusion to contemporary moments of war, full of cannons,
black powder, and encampments, a force to be reckoned with like
that of the New Model Army. At times Heaven seems as though it
will be torn asunder like London during the English Civil War:
Someone intent on mischief, or inspired
With dev’lish machination might devise
Like instrument to plague the sons of men
For sin, on war and mutual slaughter bent. (VI, 503-506)14

And also:
12 See Erwin, “Ut Rhetorica Artes” and Appendix 2, “Inventio, Dispositio, Elecutio,” in
Lee’s Ut Pictura Poesis.
13 In De Pictura, perhaps the foremost of all the Italian Renaissance painting treatises,
Alberti says unequivocally that historia is “the greatest work of the painter.” The word
“history” comes from the Latin historia which came from the Greek historein meaning ‘to
inquire’ and this verb developed from the Greek noun histōr which meant ‘learned man.’
There is also a likely connection to the Indo-European root weid- meaning ‘to see.’
14 This and all subsequent citations from Milton are from Leonard, ed., John Milton.
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But soon obscured with smoke, all Heav’n appeared,
From those deep-throated engines belched, whose roar
Embowelled with outrageous noise the air,
And all her entrails tore, disgorging foul
Their devilish glut, chained thunderbolts and hail. (VI, 585-589)

In the Middle Ages, the relationship between the past and the
present was peculiar, so much so that Mary Carruthers notes that,
“Few features of medieval scholarship are so distinctive as an utter
indifference to the pastness of the past, to its uniqueness and its
integrity ‘on its own terms,’ as we would say.”15 Though writing
early, Augustine’s ideas continued to exert influence throughout the
Middle Ages and his writings, particularly the Confessions, detail
a characteristically medieval relation between past and the present.
“Augustine journeyed through his memory not to find his past but
to find God, his present and future. And it is clear that Augustine
assumed that the way to God lay only through the re-presenting of
his past in memory; he has no interest in his past except as it provides
him with a way and ground for understanding his present.”16 This
concept of the immediate “relation” between past and present meant
for medieval and renaissance writers not that actual historical events
never occurred in a past era, but rather that the import of those events,
in terms of the Christian drama of salvation is, as St. Augustine’s
thoughts on memory continued to be developed in the Middle Ages,
a part of the living memory, “[as a] stairway of the mind to timeless
and universal truth.”17 The import of the past into the present can
also be observed in the many medieval dramas and paintings of
salvation history which represent historical characters as dressed in
medieval armor or dress rather than in historically period correct
attire. In the many paintings entitled Michael and the Dragon, St.
Michael is represented in armor—in much the same way that St.
George was depicted fighting a dragon. That this carried on into the
Renaissance can readily be seen.
15 Carruthers, The Book of Memory, 193.
16 Carruthers, The Book of Memory, 193.
17 Müller, “Memory in Medieval Philosophy,” 122.
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One example of this can be seen in Antonio Pollaiuolo’s depiction
of Michael and the Dragon (ca. mid-15th century) which shows St.
Michael to be on even ground with the dragon (Figure 1). The
painter presents the encounter to be a decidedly earthly one between
the forces of good and evil. St. Michael, dressed in a coat of armor,
suggests dramatic movement through the gesture and attribute
through which the painter orders the composition: The right arm held
high above the head is ready to strike the dragon either with a thrust
or a sweeping downward motion of the sword. If it were not for
the wings of the angel which span the width of the whole painting,
viewers of this piece would be justified in believing St. Michael to
be a knight in a fanciful story about dragon slaying—stories which
were popular enough. However, the wings instantaneously bring
viewers crashing from what appears to be a contemporary medieval
moment into the eternal context of the physical and spiritual struggle
between the forces of good and evil. One might refer to this kind of
moment as “omni-temporality,” a word that Erich Auerbach uses in
Mimesis, and which is an apt way to describe the layers of historical,
mythological, and sacred history the painter has compressed into a
single frame.18 History is, in the medieval conception, not something
to be thought of as “past” but instead something always present;
“types” or “figures” could be readily apprehended in any time,
and this grew naturally out of the reading Scripture with an eye to
typology. An example of typology in the Bible would be the way in
which key aspects of iconography in the story of Noah in Genesis
can be understood to be present in the context of the historically
much later New Testament details of Christ’s life, ministry, and
18 See Mimesis: The Representation of Reality, 73-74, “[I]f…the sacrifice of Isaac is
interpreted as prefiguring the sacrifice of Christ, so that in the former the latter is as it were
announced and promised, and the latter “fulfills” (the technical term is figuram implere)
the former, then a connection is established between two events which are linked neither
temporally nor causally—a connection which it is impossible to establish by reason in the
horizontal dimension… It can be established only if both occurrences are vertically linked
to Divine Providence, which alone is able to devise such a plan of history and supply the
key to its understanding. The horizontal, that is the temporal and causal, connection of
occurrences is dissolved; the here and now is no longer a mere link in an earthly chain of
events, it is simultaneously something which has always been, and which will be fulfilled
in the future; and strictly, in the eyes of God, it is something eternal, something omnitemporal, something already consummated in the realm of fragmentary earthly event. This
conception of history is magnificent in its homogeneity, but it was completely alien to the
mentality of classical antiquity.
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salvation.19 Naturally this pattern of thinking and association would
transpose a layer of Biblical history right onto the daily life and
actions of faithful Christians who continually reflected upon present
everyday events in terms of eternity and in terms of the supernatural
significance of ordinary moments. Reflection upon the nature of
salvation history in the Bible as a kind of gradual revelation of God
to man through the events related in Scripture was seen congenial
to everyday events which were thought to likewise reveal the
mind of God.20 A companion painting that Pollaiuolo composed
demonstrates this concept when considering the two paintings
side by side. In the companion painting, Hercules labors against
the Lernean Hydra standing in an identical posture to St. Michael.
The attribute of the club Hercules wields represents what appears
to be intentional contrast to the sword prominently held high in the
painting of St. Michael, and Hercules’ scant clothing is stark next to
St. Michael’s armor.

Figure 1: Pollaiuolo, Michael and the Dragon and Hercules and the Hydra.
19 Labriola, ‘“Christian History in Paradise Lost,” 119, “…the account of Noah and the
Deluge ‘was always considered one of the best allegorical adumbrations of the life and
ministry of Christ’; it was also traditionally interpreted as ‘the story of the second creation
and the first salvation.’”
20 This concept can be traced to early medieval Neo-Platonists such as Dionysius the
Pseudo-Areopagite (ca. 5th-6th century) and can be seen to flourish in St. Bonaventure’s
Itinerarium Mentis in Deum (The Mind’s Journey into God). St. Bonaventure says that the
soul must begin by “reading” the Book of Nature that the Author (God) wrote.
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It is interesting to note too that some 200 years before Milton wrote
Paradise Lost, a poem famous for its numerous appropriations of
pagan material into a Christian context, Polloaiulo appears to have
suggested a similar kind of association. Between Pollaiuolo and
Milton also stand two formidable Renaissance mythographers,
Vincenzo Cartari (1531-1569) and Natale Conti (1520-1582), who
John Mulryan argues deeply influenced Milton’s understanding of
the pagan stories in terms of Christian revelation.21 It is also notable
that the two Italian epics that most closely resemble Paradise Lost,
Antonio Alfano’s La battaglia celeste tra Michele e Lucifero (1582)
and Erasmo di Valvasone’s Angeleida (1590), also depict the good
angels, especially St. Michael and Gabriel, in gleaming armor and
armed with swords. These poets like Milton used the medieval armor
and sword to signify the nobility of the angels who fight for God while
the rebel angels use cannons and the like.22 As reiterated by Eliot and
Empson, Milton had famously incurred Samuel Johnson’s censure
for his use of earthly materiality to convey supernatural realities:
Johnson said, “The confusion of spirit and matter which pervades the
whole narration of the war of heaven fills it with incongruity; and the
book in which it is related is, I believe, the favorite of children, and
gradually neglected as knowledge is increased.”23 Yet it seems to
me that these critics miss the point of Milton’s decision to convey a
historical, or more accurately, an eternal (therefore always) moment,
as an event that is only accurately perceived by realizing its presence
in the contemporary moment—be that what it may.
These observations find corroboration in another medieval depiction
of the theme of Michael and the Dragon composed in 1405 by an
anonymous Spanish painter. Again St. Michael is depicted in a
suit of armor and again the painter uses gesture to communicate
to the reader the dramatic subject matter of battle; the angel holds
the sword up with the right hand in a position ready to strike. The
21 Mulryan, Through a Glass Darkly.
22 See Revard, The War in Heaven, 188. Erasmo di Valvasone’s Angeleida (1590) shares
many similarities with Paradise Lost which suggests that both poems grew out of a similar
tradition of the motif of The War in Heaven as well as hexameral traditions. Many precedents can be found for the fallen angels’ recourse to modern warfare, and their invention
of black powder, which can be seen in Ariosto (Orlando Furioso Book 9) and Spenser’s
Fairy Queen (Book 7), in addition to the scenes in Valvasone’s Angeleida. In fact, Frye
points out that in the medieval French mystery plays cannons and black powder were so
common that there were often injuries of actors and spectators (Milton’s Imagery, 49).
23 Samuel Johnson, Lives of the Poets (“Life of Milton”).
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significant difference here is that the dragon is clearly in a position of
defeat, recoiling on his back and bleeding from a blow that the angel
presumably has landed at some point in the battle. This corresponds
to Milton’s detail in Book VI in which St. Michael strikes Satan with
a blow of the sword which temporarily cleaves the rebel angel and
draws a blood-like substance:
Together both with next to Almighty arm,
Uplifted imminent one stroke they aimed
That might determine, and not need repeat...
...but the sword
Of Michael from the armoury of God
Was giv’n him tempered so, that neither keen
Nor solid might resist that edge; it met
The sword of Satan with steep force to smite
Descending, and in half cut sheer, nor stayed,
But with swift wheel reverse, deep ent’ring shared
All his right side; then Satan first knew pain,
And writhed him to and fro convolved; so sore
The griding sword with discontinuous wound
Passed through him, but th’ ethereal substance closed
Not long divisible, and from the gash
A stream of nectarous humour issuing flowed
Sanguine, such as celestial Sprits may bleed... (VI, 316-318 & 320-333)

Figure 2: Anonomous, Michael and the Dragon, 1405
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It is important to notice here that Milton’s depiction of the chief
rebel angel appears angelic, in other words as one not unlike St.
Michael in kind, during the battle scene in Book VI:
...for likest Gods they seemed,
Stood they or moved, in stature, motion, arms
Fit to decide the empire of great Heav’n.
Now waved their fiery swords, and in the air
Made horrid circles; two broad suns their shields” (301-305)

However, once Satan finds himself “chained on the burning lake,”
Milton’s description of the chief rebel angel speaks to the ontological
change that the fall has effected in the one who was once the brightest
of all the angels:
...his other parts besides
Prone on the flood, extended long and large
Lay floating many a rood, in bulk as huge
As whom the fables name of monstrous size,
Titanian, or Earth-born, that warred on Jove,
Briareos or Typhon, whom the den
By ancient Tarsus held, or that sea-beast
Leviathan...(I, 194-201)

Due to the nature of poetry as a temporal mode, that is, that the essence
of poetry is to unfold in time and thus folds a past, present, and future
into an expression, Milton can thus depict Satan in multiple forms.
The painter on the other hand attempts to tell the same epic story of
the War in Heaven but all in just one frame of action. The painter is
much more restricted yet still seeks to tell the same story, albeit in
a condensed form and this can be seen in the use of the theme of St.
Michael and the Dragon. The anonymous Spanish artist in the slide
above (Figure 2) chose to focus on the conclusion of the battle: the
dragon is vanquished, while Polloaiulo (Figure 1) showed the two to
be in the midst of battle. Since the painter strives to tell the whole
story, that is, the conflict, the climax, and the resolution, the goal for
the painter was to select a moment and arrangement (dispositio) that
would convey all three of these crucial elements of the story in one
instant (rather than unfolding in time).24 This is actually why in the
Paragone Leonardo Da Vinci argued so strongly for the supremacy
of painting to poetry: Painting he said strikes one immediately and
24 See Erwin, Textual Vision, 6-11, 39-41, 49-51 and Lee, Ut Pictura Poesis, chapter IX
“The Unity of Action,” 61-66, for essential background on this idea.
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through a kind of shock of instantaneous revelation the viewer can
comprehend the entire matter. This is also why the parallel themes
of Michael and the Dragon, Michael and Satan, and the Fall of
the Rebel Angels (sometimes called ‘The Expulsion of the Rebel
Angels’) can be found to exhibit seemingly endless treatments in
pictorial expression.
The specifically English tradition of visual treatment of the
theme goes back quite far, beginning in the 10th or 11th century as
illuminations in the Junius 11 and the Ælfric manuscripts.25 It is
clear that as early as the late 10th to early 11th century the theme finds
expression in very human-looking figures. The fallen angels’ human
appearance continues, with the demons almost always falling toward
Hell head-first, in paintings that continue development of this theme
and tradition. In the Ælfric illumination, it is clearly Jesus who
sits in the mandorla (the almond shaped enclosure at the top center
of the illumination) and around God are several ministering angels.
The mandorla was a sacred symbol that was often used by visual
artists to communicate the essential nature of Christ as sharing the
two natures of the divine and the earthly. The almond shape results
when two circles, one representing Heaven and the other Earth,
intersect to bring the two realms together as one.

Figure 3: Visual Demonstration of the Mandorla

Another parallel to Milton’s detail that it is Jesus who casts the rebel

25 The Ælfric manuscript is Cotton Claudius B IV at the British Library; Junius 11 is
housed at the Bodleian Library.
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angels out of Heaven can be found in illuminations from the Junius
11 manuscript (discussed below). These parallels are significant
because in nearly every visual representation of this story following
these manuscript illuminations, it is St. Michael who vanquishes the
dragon, Satan, or the fallen angels.

Figure 4: 11th Century Illumination from the Ælfric Manuscript

For example, many developments on this theme can be found in
the panel composed by an anonymous painter who composed The
Master of the Rebel Angels (ca. 1340-1345). The development of
certain visual details of the theme can be seen mainly in the use of
color. Again it is Jesus who sits at the top of the work, although
here the dominant image is the triangle, which often symbolizes
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the Trinity, rather than the mandorla. The angels are depicted here
as in the Ælfric illumination as close to God but in the Master of
the Rebel Angels they clearly appear to be below God, armed and
ready to fight. The devils are recognizably humanoid but with the
dramatic addition that they appear to be in the process of changing
into demons as they fall: The angels closer to the bottom of the panel
have feet with claws, heads with horns, and wings that appear more
bat-like than the angels nearer the top who have wings of feathers.
Perhaps the most important aspect of this painting is the darkness that
the painter has used to designate the fallen angels as shut out from
God’s light, which alludes to a theological principle for conceiving
of the life of God in human terms.

Figure 5: The Master of the Rebel Angels, ca. 1340-1345

Another difference between The Master of the Rebel Angels and the
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illumination from the Ælfric manuscript is that it is St. Michael who
here appears larger than any of the other angels and he is positioned
right in the center of the composition. Both on the continent as
well as in England the tradition of St. Michael defeating the rebel
angels, particularly Satan, was proverbial. Richard F. Johnson has
compiled evidence of the incredible devotion to St. Michael that
the English had developed throughout the Middle Ages. 26 As a
warrior angel, St. Michael’s protection was often invoked, and the
sheer number of churches dedicated to St. Michael at the time of
the Reformation in England numbered over 600.27 There were a
variety of visual traditions and oral legends which developed and
circulated to contribute to the living presence of this angelic saint’s
influence which swept widely to appeal to the visual and literary
artist as well as to the most common Englishman.28 One reason for
the development of a strong cult of St. Michael in England was due
to the association of his warrior-like presence and the saint was often
invoked for protection as a guardian.29 Milton would have been
familiar with these traditional folk and literary legends in England
and his choice to depict St. Michael in extended hand-to-hand
combat with Lucifer supports a link between the action sequences
in Book VI of Paradise Lost and these larger contexts of visual and
literary tradition.
26 Johnson, St. Michael the Archangel.
27 Johnson, St. Michael the Archangel, 1.
28 For discussion of the depictions of St. Michael in church architecture, see Lang, “St.
Michael, the Dragon,” 57-60.
29 See Johnson St. Michael the Archangel, 51, one Anglo-Saxon legend (in the Old
English Martyrology) based on the apparition of Monte Gargano, “On the twenty-ninth
day of this month [September—one of St. Michael’s feast days] was St. Michael’s church
consecrated in the town of Tracla in the province of Eraclae. A host of enemies came to
the town and surrounded it. The citizens through a three-days’ fast steadfastly prayed to
[God] for help and prayed that he make a revelation to them through St. Michael. Then
on the third day St. Michael stood over the gate of the town and had a fiery sword in his
hand. The enemies were gripped with terror, and they withdrew, and the citizens remained
unhurt. And there was built St. Michael’s church, and it was consecrated on the day when
we honor the memory of St. Michael.”
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Milton’s Satan
One highly contested character in critical literature and classroom
discussion is the interpretation of Milton’s character Satan. It has
become commonplace to assert that Satan is the hero of the poem
which is natural, it is true, if readers consider almost exclusively
the Romantic, Victorian, and Modern critical heritage, societal
trends, and political views that have copiously commented upon and
illustrated the action of Milton’s great epic. Often it is the humanness
of Satan that persuades readers to this opinion of Milton’s supposed
sympathetic portrayal of the character. Yet sympathetic epithets and
descriptions of Satan or any of the fallen angels are quite hard to locate
in the first two books of the poem. In the first book alone the “baleful
eyes” (1.66) of Satan are hateful and wicked; the associations with
“Titanian...Briareos...Typhon...Leviathan” (198-201) are scarcely
humanizing; and Milton’s continuous epithets such as “Infernal
serpent” (1.34), “superior fiend”(1.283), and “Arch-Fiend” (1.156)
restate the nature of the chief demon through varied titles. Milton’s
simile too, which compares the fallen angels to the locusts which
brought plague to Egypt, associates the devils with anything but
what one would call “human nature:” “...in Egypt’s evil day / Waved
round the coast, up called a pitchy cloud / Of locusts, warping on the
eastern wind, / That o’er the realm of impious Pharaoh hung / Like
night, and darkened all the land of Nile...” (1. 339-343).
Beccafumi’s portrayals (ca. 1520’s) of the fallen angels demonstrate
painters had often depicted the rebel angels through the use of
shockingly realistic human images well before Milton had thought
to do so.
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Figure 6: Beccafumi, Fall of the Rebel Angels, Siena Pinacoteca, ca. 1520’s.

Figure 7: Beccafumi, Fall of the Rebel Angels, St. Niccolo al Carmine, ca.
1520’s.
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By using human characteristics to depict the fallen angels, Beccafumi
does not seek to humanize them as much as to relate the conflict,
climax, and most importantly, the recognition that the fallen angels
have when they realize what falling from heaven means in reality.
Telling a story, Beccafumi’s paintings render the drama of this
cosmic event in recognizable and instantly relatable terms. The faces
in both paintings can be seen to range from sheer surprise to severe
anguish and terror, and this technique for dramatizing the epic story
in a single frame works at stirring the viewer’s curiosity into the
nature of the demons who Christian tradition understands to be able
to tempt mankind with the attraction of sin. There is much to notice
about both of these striking portrayals of the theme of the Fall of the
Rebel Angels, but most visible is the overwhelming presence of St.
Michael with sword in hand. In the first painting Beccafumi makes
it clear that it is the Father’s Will that St. Michael perfectly (and in
this portrayal solely) enacts, for both of their right hand gestures are
identical.30 In addition to this, the strong contrast between light and
dark again can be seen here which suggests theological implications
at least as much as aesthetic ones.
The word “light” and other words like “bright,” “radiant,” and
“resplendent” occur often in Paradise Lost. At times these words
are used in the negative to describe the absence of light, such as in
Book I when Beelzebub addresses the chief fallen angel: “If thou
beest he; but O how fall’n! How changed / From him, who in the
happy realms of light / Clothed with transcendent brightness did
outshine / Myriads though bright...” (84-86). Although this adds a
kind of aesthetic quality to the poem, particularly in Books II and
III, Milton plays on the visual, literary, and theological traditions
that associate the nature of God with light and the absence of God as
a kind of darkness. In the New Testament, Jesus refers to himself as
the “light,” “I am the light of the world: he that followeth me shall
not walk in darkness, but shall have the light of life.”31 Jesus also
tells parables about light, and at one point he discusses the contrast
30 See Medicus, “Some Observations,” 209.
31 John 8:12.
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between the eyes’ physical reception of light and the spiritual
significance of light: “Your eye is the lamp of your body; when your
eye is sound, your whole body is full of light; but when it is not
sound, your body is full of darkness. Therefore be careful lest the
light in you be darkness. If then your whole body is full of light,
having no part dark, it will be wholly bright, as when a lamp with
its rays gives you light.”32 Although many critics have been apt to
connect the personal dimension of Milton’s blindness to darkness,
the theological and relevant literary and visual contexts in terms
of the nature of God and the nature of evil also seem pressingly
relevant.
One way to get at Milton’s play on light in the poem could be to
look at the Wakefield and York Corpus Christi Cycle plays. The
York plays are incredibly relevant to Paradise Lost for the whole of
Milton’s plot can be found in the first six plays of the cycle: 1) “The
Creation of the Angels and the Fall of Lucifer,” 2) “The Creation
through the Fifth Day,” 3) “The Creation of Adam and Eve,” 4)
“The Prohibition of the Tree of Knowledge,” 5) “The Fall,” 6) “The
Expulsion from the Garden.” A tradition of exactly Milton’s subject
in Paradise Lost had been well established before the poet set his
mind to his subject. The first play of the Wakefield Corpus Christi
Cycle, called “The Creation and Fall of the Angels,” focuses tightly
on developing Lucifer’s character, personality, and motivation before
he falls. This character development of Lucifer is first mediated at
second hand by Cherubyn in Heaven who says:
Lord, thou art full mych of might,
That has maide Lucifer so bright.
We love the[e], Lord; bright ar we,
Bot none of us so bright as he.
He may well hight Lucifere,
For lufly light that he doth bere.
He is so lufly and so bright
It is grete joy to se that sight.
We lofe the[e], Lord, with all oure thought,
That sich thing can make of noght. (ll. 67-76)33
32 Luke 11: 34-36.
33 Bevington, Medieval Drama. All quotations from this play are from this edition.
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After the Cherubyn finishes speaking, Lucifer, whose name
literally means “light-bearer,” speaks for himself. He cheerfully
agrees. However, the lines he speaks also subtly add to the
Cherubyn’s observations, for Lucifer says that all of the light that
he bears comes from himself.34 In addition to this, Lucifer further
asserts that he is a thousand times brighter than the Son of God:
Certys, it is a seemly sight!
Syn that we ar all angels bright,
And ever in blis to be,
If that ye will behold me right,
This mastré longys to me.
I am so fare and bright,
Of me commys all this light,
This gam and all this glé.
Agans my grete might
May [no]thing stand then be.
And ye well me behold;
I am a thowsandfold
Brighter then is the son.
My strengthe may not be told... (ll. 77-90).

Lucifer’s fall in the folk English tradition and in Milton’s account
stems from a self-perceived merit communicated by his own
brightness both in terms of its strength and in terms of its origin. In
relation to Saint Thomas’ theology of light, this kind of recognition
of one’s own brightness has physical implications as well as
intellectual and spiritual ones. Josef Pieper, a scholar of Thomas
Aquinas, summarizes well the medieval attitude toward claritas
or “brightness,” one of the three intellectual qualities of beauty.35
Notably claritas is connected with intellection, with the apprehension
of reality at the most fundamental level.36 Just as in a painting light
gives the viewer the ability for physical apprehension (symbolic or
literal) of the subject, light in the sense of divine wisdom is what
allows for the intelligibility of any object in creation—for what one
34 This loosely corresponds to an idea that this same character expresses in Book V of
Paradise Lost, in which the mightiest of all angels says to Abdiel that since he does not
remember a time when he was made, then all of the angels were therefore “self-begot,
self-raised” (l. 860).
35 The other two qualities are consonantia and integritas.
36 See Eco, The Aesthetics of Thomas Aquinas, 114-16.
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perceives when contemplating a part of creation is God’s light (God’s
wisdom, beauty, proportion, integrity, justice, etc. in its essence):
…things can known by us because God has creatively thought them; as
creatively thought by God, things have not only their own nature (“for
themselves alone”); but as creatively thought by God, things have also
a reality “for us.” Things have their intelligibility, their inner clarity and
lucidity, and the power to reveal themselves, because God has creatively
thought them. This is why they are essentially intelligible. Their brightness
and radiance is infused into things from the creative mind of God, together
with their essential being (or rather, as the very essence of that being!).
It is this radiance, and this alone, that makes existing things perceptible
to human knowledge. In a scripture commentary St. Thomas remarks:
“The measure of the reality of a thing is the measure of its light”…[and
in another work] there is a fundamental sentence that formulates this
same idea in an almost mystical phrase: “Ipsa actualitas rei est quoddam
lumen ipsius, the reality of things is itself their light,” the reality of things
understood as created being! It is this light that makes things perceptible
to our eyes. To put it succinctly, things are knowable because they have
been created.37

Milton’s use of “light” and related words like “bright” in Paradise
Lost participate in a visual tradition of medieval aesthetics and
theology that are often found in iconographic representations
seeking to communicate the tension present between good and evil.
Milton uses this to great effect in Paradise Lost, for Satan’s former
brightness has been utterly changed to reflect his fallen (yet still
angelic) nature. The quote from Josef Pieper above encapsulates
much theological material concerning the way in which “brightness”
is tied to intelligibility. The irony of Milton’s character Satan comes
through because his own brightness blinds him from apprehending
the source of it, and the wisdom of the order of creation which is
perceptible in the “light” of all creatures and things in creation. The
presence of this visual, symbolic, and theological play on light and
darkness in Milton’s character can be traced back through the many
avenues of the medieval tradition sketched here.
37 Pieper, The Silence of St. Thomas, 55-56.
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Genesis B
The focus of the fallen angels at the beginning of Paradise Lost
has a close parallel in an Anglo-Saxon poem Genesis which Bede
said the monk Cædmon wrote. Scholars and critics have puzzled
over the close parallels between the two poems in terms of structure,
plot, and description, especially the famous description of Hell
as “darkness visible” (in line 333 of the Old English poem: “þæt
wæs leohtes leas and wæs liges full”).38 There are also a number
of similarities concerning Satan’s character traits and motivation
in these two poems, but whether Genesis influenced Milton still
remains a controversial topic. 39 Be that as it may, there is a good
chance that Milton and the Anglo-Dutch scholar Franciscus Junius
had talked about the manuscript that contains the Genesis poem.40
The philologist and art historian Franciscus Junius (1591-1677)
came into possession of the Anglo-Saxon manuscript that now
bears his name in 1650.41 Between 1650 and 1655 Junius worked to
edit and publish his famous edition of the manuscript that contains
the Genesis poem.42 Junius had possession of the manuscript right
around the time when Milton began working on Paradise Lost.
If the two were friends, would it not have been likely that Junius
talked about the contents of the manuscript, or that Milton saw the
38 Meaning, “Devoid of light, filled with licking flames.”
39 See Niles, The Idea of Anglo-Saxon, chapters 3 & 4, esp. pp. 100-104, for a recent
survey of this controversy. Niles wonders whether questions of direct influence can be put
aside in order to see if any kind of connection between Paradise lost and the Anglo-Saxon
poem can be made.
40 Niles, The Idea of Anglo-Saxon England, 102. Junius’s nephew, Isaac Vossius, attested
to Milton Junius’aquaintand in a letter.“ De Miltono iam certior factus sum ab avunculo
meo Junio, qui cum eo familiaritatem colit (Concerning Milton, I have come into better
information from my uncle Junius, who is friends with him.”
41 For scholarship on Junius’ extensive background in art theory, especially concerning
his work De pictura veterum (On the Painting of the Ancients) and his annotations of Sidney’s Defense of Poesy, see Dundas, Sidney and Junius.
42 See the introduction to Peter Lucas’ edition of the Junius manuscript, Cædmonis Monachi Paraphrasis Poetica: Genesios ac Praecipuarum Sacrae paginae Historiarum, abhinc annos M.LXX. Ango Saxonicè conscripta, & nunc primum edita (Atlanta: Rodopi,
2000), pp. ix-xxxvi, for background on Fransicus Junius and his (the first modern scholarly) edition of Anglo-Saxon poetry.
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illuminations?43 It should be noted too that Milton did write a history
of Anglo-Saxon England, and it is often remarked upon that he was
interested in writing a medieval epic before he finally decided upon
writing the Biblical epic Paradise Lost.44
The parallels between the two poems are incredible. Much has been
written on the similarities between the two poems, but the most
striking parallel of all is clearly the characterization of what has
come to be seen by some readers as Milton’s most complex and
interesting character. Both poems open with Satan and his crew of
rebel angels just now ejected from Heaven, which action is then
immediately followed by a series of lengthy grand speeches led by
the chief devil upon the subject of the best way to get revenge upon
God. Finally the solution of perverting mankind is settled upon as
the best means to gain revenge upon the Creator. Satan will escape
his chains in Hell and fly to Earth because none of the other demons
are up to taking on the task. Genesis B reads:
Nor do I further hope for that light for myself, which he intends
for Adam to long enjoy, nor for happiness among the host of angels.
Nor can we ever make it that we may soften the mind of Mighty God.
Let us now take it away from the children of men—
that heaven-realm, now we are not allowed to have it!
Bring it about so that they should relinquish his favor
so that they will give up what he has commanded by word!
Then he will become wrathful in mind, driving them from his grace.
Then they must turn towards Hell and its grim depths.
Then we will be allowed to draw them to us as disciples...(401-408)45
43 For the point tht Juius and Milton talked about the manuscript as well as for some other
curious parallels of Genesis B and Paradise Lost, see Bolton, “A Further Echo,” 58-61.
Milton could have seen the illuminations in 1650-51.
44 In 1639, well before beginning work on the epic, Milton expresses the idea of an Arthurian epic. See Milton’s Latin poems Mansus and Epitaphium Damonis. Mansus, lines
77-85: “if ever I shall call back into songs the kings of my native land, and Arthur waging
war even under the earth, or tell of the great-hearted heroes of the Table, made invincible
by their fellowship; and (if only I have the inspiration) I shall shatter the Saxon shield-wall
with British arms!” Leonard, John Milton, 588.
45 All translations of Genesis are from the Rutgers Anglo-Saxon Narrative Poetry Project
website directed by Dr. Aaron K. Hostetter. The Old English text reads:
Ne gelyfe ic me nu þæs leohtes furðor     þæs þe he him þenceð lange niotan,
þæs eades mid his engla cræfte.     Ne magon we þæt on aldre gewinnan,
þæt we mihtiges godes mod onwæcen.     Uton oðwendan hit nu monna bearnum,
þæt heofonrice, nu we hit habban ne moton,     gedon þæt hie his hyldo forlæten,
þæt hie þæt onwendon þæt he mid his worde bebead.     Þonne weorð he him wrað on
mode,ahwet hie from his hyldo.     Þonne sculon hie þas helle secan
and þas grimman grundas.     Þonne moton we hie us to giongrum habban,
fira bearn on þissum fæstum clomme.     Onginnað nu ymb þa fyrde þencean!
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A little further on in the poem Satan addresses his fellow fallen
angels to ask whether any one of them would be up to the task of
leading man to disobey God:
If any of you could in some way rise up again so that they should
forsake his teaching the word of God, soon they would be
the more hateful to him. If they break his comandment,
then he would become infuriated with them.
After that their abundance would be altered, and torment
would be preparred for them, and some harsh harm-shearing.
Consider it, all of you — consider how you might deceive them!
I could rest me more easilty in these chains afterwards,
if that realm were lost to them…(425b-31)46

The chief devil says that his bondage in chains will be more bearable
if the goodness of God’s inheritance were lost to man. In Paradise
Lost it is Satan’s first mate, Beelzebub, who inquires whether anyone
would be willing to go to Earth to study Adam and Eve, to find “their
weakness, how attempted best, / By force or subtlety” (II, 357-8).
But in both works a connection between making Hell more bearable
and destroying God’s newest creation can be observed:
Some advantageous act may be achieved
By sudden onset, either with Hell fire
To waste his whole Creation, or possess
All as our own, and drive as we were driven,
The puny habitants, or if not drive,
Seduce them to our party, that their God
May prove their foe, and with repenting hand
Abolish his own works. This would surpass
Common revenge, and interrupt his joy
In our confusion, and our joy upraise
In his disturbance, when his darling sons
Hurled headlong to partake with us, shall curse
Their frail original… (II, 363-75).
46 The Old English text:
Þæt me is on minum mode swa sar,
on minum hyge hreoweð,     þæt hie heofonrice
agan to aldre.     Gif hit eower ænig mæge
gewendan mid wihte     þæt hie word godes
lare forlæten,     sona hie him þe laðran beoð.
Gif hie brecað his gebodscipe,     þonne he him abolgen wurðeþ;
siððan bið him se wela onwended     and wyrð him wite gegarwod...
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Whether Milton’s poem was directly influenced by Genesis B seems
not nearly as important as noticing that Milton and Cædmon follow
a similar pattern of development of Biblical material, especially
concerning these key speeches. None of this material is in the Bible
per se, but both poems expand the Biblical story in order to amplify
the theme of Satan’s motivation for escaping Hell and traveling to
reach Earth.47
Two illuminations of the Junius 11 manuscript contain details
that Milton’s poem describes: Satan’s escape through the gates of
Hell, his flight to earth, possession of the serpent, and encounter
with Adam and Eve is the story told by the illumination in Figure
9. Figure 8 depicts the story of the Expulsion of the Rebel Angels.
In this illumination it is Jesus (not St. Michael) who drives out the
rebels. His posture is one of readiness, with the right hand extended
above his shoulder. He holds what appear to be three spears (or
they could very well represent lightning bolts) in his hand. This
particular detail of the attribute of the spears or lightning bolts is
interesting because the illumination in the manuscript does not
have a corresponding set of lines text of Genesis B. Concerning the
expulsion, the poet says only that, “Then the Mighty grew angerswollen, the Highest Wielder of Heaven, / and threw that one from
the high throne” (298-300).48

47 St. Irenaeus, a second century Father writes in Against Heretics, Bk v, 21.2, “The pride
of reason, therefore, which was in the serpent, was put to nought by the humility found in
the man [Christ], and now twice was the devil conquered from Scripture, when he was detected as advising things contrary to God’s commandment, and was shown to be the enemy
of God by [the expression of] his thoughts.” See also St. Justin Martyr’s (a late first to early
second-century Father) Dialogue with Trypho, 88.
48 The Old English text reads:
þe wið his waldend winnan ongynneð
mid mane wið þone mæran drihten. Þa wearð se mihtiga gebolgen,
hehsta heofones waldend,     wearp hine of þan hean stole.
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Figure 8: Presumption of Lucifer, Genesis, p. 3, showing the Expulsion of
the Rebel Angels by Jesus.

Figure 9: Lucifer’s Escape from Hell, Junius 11 Manuscript, Genesis, p. 20
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There existed in the Middle Ages up through the Renaissance an
incredibly rich artistic tradition of poetry and visual imagery upon the
theme of the Expulsion of the Rebel Angels and the battle between
St. Michael and the Dragon. It seems clear that Milton’s epic draws
upon these artistic traditions for the central scene (Book VI) of his
great epic. Although many would argue that Book IX is the central
book of Paradise Lost, if it were not for the War in Heaven and the
resulting particularly strong characterization and motivation for the
character of Satan that Milton develops there, Book IX would not
be as compelling a book. Perhaps this is precisely why the AngloSaxon poem Genesis B begins with the rebel angels coming to find
themselves in a dark but burning hell:
At that moment the other fiends lay upon the fire, who before
had kept so many struggles against their Sovereign.
Torments they endure, heated war-surges in the middle of hell,
torches and broad tongues of flame, likewise the bitter fumes,
darkness and shadow....49

The fall of the angels is a crucial action that, more than anything,
aids the poet in his endeavor of seeking “to justify the ways of God
to men,” a lofty aim that rests heavily upon the choices of characters
and the essential nature of God’s premier creature man, who God
“made...just and right / sufficient to have stood yet free to fall.”50
According to Milton, man is given freedom, and the drama of
freedom is one of choice, tension, and consequence.

49 Lines 322-325:
Lagon þa oðre fynd on þam fyre, þe ær swa feala hæfdon
gewinnes wið heora waldend. Wite þoliað,
hatne heaðowelm helle tomiddes,
brand and brade ligas, swilce eac þa biteran recas
50 Paradise Lost, III, 98-99.
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